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Abstract

Context: Enthusiasm has been noted to increase productivity and quality at work.
In teachers’ work, this has a connection to student learning and motivation, as well as
teaching quality. In the context of Finnish vocational education and training (VET),
research on enthusiasm appears especially topical and relevant because of the ongoing
wide reform with emphasis on productivity and efficiency.

Approach: In this study, Finnish VET teachers’ enthusiasm at work was studied qual-
itatively. Three research questions were set for this study: (1) How do VET teachers
describe their enthusiasm?; (2) What factors strengthen their enthusiasm, according to
their descriptions?; and (3) What factors weaken their enthusiasm, according to their de-
scriptions? Altogether, 103 teachers who voluntarily participated in the study completed
an online questionnaire on enthusiasm. The data were analyzed through qualitative con-
tent analysis.

Findings: According to the results, the teachers who participated in the study were
very interested in their work. They wanted to share how they experienced enthusiasm in
their work. Their enthusiasm manifested as their willingness to develop their skills and
expertise. It also showed in their dedication, good job performance, and positive feelings
about their work. Student encounters, a positive atmosphere, and work interactions were
the main sources of enthusiasm. Lack of resources, changes, cuts in the VET budget,
and a lousy work atmosphere weakened enthusiasm.
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Conclusions: The study found that enthusiasm manifested itself in ways that corre-
spond well with the current VET productivity and efficiency goals. Because enthusiasm
was strengthened especially when teachers were working with students, it seems impor-
tant to ensure a supportive work environment for students also after the VET reform.
Positive interactions, collegial support, and working together can help teachers to suc-
ceed and to maintain enthusiasm in their everyday work. According to the results of
this study, supervisors may play a central role in facilitating teacher enthusiasm.

Keywords: VET, Vocational Education and Training, Teacher, Enthusiasm, Work
Engagement, Vocational Education

1 Introduction

The speed of the changes in the workplace presents unprecedented challenges for voca-
tional education and training (VET) currently. This naturally concerns VET teachers,
too. The central task of vocational education is to produce workers with high levels of
expertise and to support life-long learning and professional growth (Law on vocational
education 531/2017, 2 §). Today’s employees cannot expect to just keep doing the same
tasks and to stay in the same job for decades. These demands influence VET teachers’
work greatly – from the way they perceive their job and its changing nature and the
way they prepare students for the workplace. Enthusiastic experts are needed in today’s
workplaces (e.g., Zhu & Engels, 2014), which is one the goals that the reform of Finnish
vocational upper secondary education is going to respond. Where is enthusiasm found
in teachers’ work?

Enthusiasm is one of the factors in work engagement, or it can be merely a form of
work engagement (Hakanen, Bakker, & Schaufeli, 2006). Kunter and Holzberg (2014)
has defined engagement as positive affective motivational fulfillment, which includes the
aspect of enthusiasm. Enthusiasm is a personal experience of feeling energetic and in-
spired at work (Barsade & Gibson, 2007; Russell, 1980; Warr, 1990). The manifestation
of enthusiasm has been described as “conjoined occurrence of positive affective experi-
ences” and “enjoyment” (see e.g., Keller, Woolfolk Hoy, Goetz, & Frenzel, 2016, p. 751).
The term “employee engagement refers to the individual’s involvement and satisfaction
with as well as enthusiasm for work” (Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002, p. 269). In
general, enthusiasm is often linked to engagement, which in turn has been noted to
have a positive influence on, for example, productivity in organizations (Harter et al.,
2002; Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2009b) and personnel well-being
(Hallberg & Schaufeli, 2006; Schaufeli, Taris, & Van Rhenen, 2008; Uusiautti & Määttä,
2015).

The effects of enthusiasm have been studied in the work of teachers at various edu-
cation levels (e.g., Keller et al., 2014; Kunter et al., 2013; Patrick, Hisley, & Kempler,
2000). In sum, teacher enthusiasm has a positive influence on student learning, perfor-
mance, and motivation (Keller, Neumann, & Fisher, 2013; Kunter et al., 2013; Patrick
et al., 2000), and on teaching quality (Frenzel, Goetz, Lüdtke, Pekrun, & Sutton, 2009;
Kunter et al., 2011; 2013). An enthusiastic teacher promotes enthusiasm in students
(Frenzel, 2008; Frenzel et al., 2009).
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The most extensive reform of vocational education (later referred as the reform) is
currently taking place in Finland as degree requirements, legislation, and funding sys-
tems are being overhauled (Minedu, 2017). This reform updates the entire vocational
education and training (VET) by 2018. As part of this reform, the funding provided for
vocational education units will be dependent on student graduation rates, employment
success, and post-secondary education – in other words, education effectiveness. At the
same time, the workplace needs enthusiastic employees who are willing to develop the
job and their own expertise (see e.g., Uusiautti, 2017). Due to the comprehensive re-
form in the Finnish vocational education, the findings from the aforementioned studies
seem promising from the perspective of vocational education: enthusiastic teachers can
boost students’ enthusiasm about the field they are studying and about their future
occupation. Considering these demands on VET teachers’ work, we found it reasonable
to examine how they describe their enthusiasm and to determine what could be learned
from their experiences.

The purpose of this research was to analyze VET teachers’ enthusiasm at work and
the factors influencing it, based on their own perceptions. Therefore, the purpose was to
“learn” from teachers’ subjective experiences and to hear their voices to make conclusions
about, for example, how to help them to maintain their enthusiasm, instead of just
analyzing enthusiasm at the levels of behaviors or teaching styles (see Kunter et al.,
2011).

2 Theoretical Background

Teacher enthusiasm has been studied in the form of displayed enthusiasm and as ex-
perienced enthusiasm (Keller et al., 2016). Expressed enthusiasm refers to teachers’
interactions and teaching styles as well as to non-verbal communication and presenta-
tion in teaching situations (Keller et al., 2016). Experienced enthusiasm means being
inspired about the subject one is teaching and being inspired about teaching in general
(Keller et al., 2016).

Teacher enthusiasm has been described as an emotional orientation to work that ap-
pears in teaching situations and is based on the experienced sense of joy and pleasure in
teaching or the subject area (Kunter et al., 2011). However, the concept of enthusiasm
seems to need further specification and analysis (Keller et al., 2016). As mentioned,
in this study, enthusiasm is regarded as an aspect of work engagement, which includes
both emotional and cognitive dimensions (Bakker, 2011; Keller et al., 2016; Schaufeli,
Salanova, González-Romá, & Bakker, 2002).

Work engagement can be defined as a wide-spread positive state that does not focus on
just one thing, event, or behavior (Schaufeli, & Bakker, 2004), such as a school subject or
teaching situation. This perspective is crucial to this study because VET teachers’ work
is not limited to teaching student groups in classrooms. Instead, vocational education
reform in Finland necessitates that VET teachers’ work increasingly involve serving as
guides and supporters of VET students and their learning processes. Teachers have to
work in multi-professional networks, in collaboration with workplaces, and as developers
of their own vocational fields and pedagogy (Vähäsantanen, 2015; Vähäsantanen, Saari-
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nen, & Eteläpelto, 2010). Furthermore, teachers work as members of their educational
institutions, and this also influences their enthusiasm levels (Keller et al., 2016).

The factors that influence and the means to increase teacher enthusiasm have not
received much attention (Keller et al., 2014; 2016). This study adds a new perspective by
analyzing teacher enthusiasm as a part of work engagement (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007;
Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, & Schaufeli, 2001). Even though teachers’ resources
have been studied (Hakanen et al., 2006), their enthusiasm as an aspect of the definition
of work engagement has not been previously analyzed.

This kind of research is important also because previous studies on enthusiasm and
work engagement have used mostly quantitative methodological approaches; thus, anal-
yses have focused on pre-determined variables (Bakker & Bal, 2010; Hakanen et al.,
2006; Salanova, Bakker, & Llorens, 2006). Therefore, the purpose of this study is to
obtain essential information about teacher enthusiasm through teachers’ own definitions
of this element of work engagement (Creswell & Miller, 2000; Josephson & Ving̊ard,
2007; Keller et al., 2016).

Furthermore, this study is targeted specifically at VET teachers, who have been a
less-studied group in research on teachers and on work engagement (see e.g., Bakker et
al., 2007; Hakanen et al., 2006; Kunter et al. 2008; 2011). This study is also very topical
because it was conducted at the threshold of Finnish VET reform (data collection in
2016-2017; legislation reforms came into effect Jan 1, 2018).

3 Methods

The purpose of this research was to study Finnish VET teachers’ enthusiasm at work and
to understand the factors that strengthened or weakened their enthusiasm by listening
to their voices. The following are the research questions for this study:

• How do VET teachers describe their enthusiasm?

• What factors strengthen their enthusiasm, according to their descriptions?

• What factors weaken their enthusiasm, according to their descriptions?

This was a qualitative study (Lichtman, 2013; Thomas, 2006) aimed at gaining a de-
scription and a deeper understanding of the phenomenon under study (Lichtman, 2013).
The phenomenon of enthusiasm was described by the teachers themselves; therefore, the
emphasis was on discovering their viewpoints and perceptions (Cozby & Bates, 2012;
Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; Keller et al., 2016). Qualitative research gives voice to research
participants and tries to describe and to interpret phenomena that cannot be directly
observed (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2011). The fundamental idea is that the social
reality is always complex, multi-layered, and contradictory (Cohen et al., 2011). From
the perspective of work and organizations, qualitative research increases our understand-
ing about how people think, feel, and behave at work. This was useful for facilitating and
studying employee motivation, well-being, and organizational change and development
(Doldor, Silvester, & Atewologun, 2017).
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This was a data-driven study, which means that the theoretical information facilitated
the analysis and structuring of the findings, but it was not used for categorizing the
concepts prior to the analysis. This kind of approach is relevant especially if there is
little or no information about the topic under investigation.

The research participants comprised 103 Finnish VET teachers. The data were ob-
tained in two phases – in May 2016 and November 2016–March 2017 through an elec-
tronic questionnaire by using convenience sampling (Patton, 2002). The internet link
for the questionnaire was disseminated to suitable research participants through various
networks and social media. First, the questionnaire was sent to vocational education
teachers (N=40) through the vocational education development network, in which the
author of this article was involved. The teachers were asked to forward the questionnaire
to other VET teachers. In addition, the questionnaire was submitted to the members
of the Finnish VET teacher organization through social media. In all, there are about
10,000 VET teachers in Finland, but everyone is not a member of a union. By the dead-
line, 103 teachers had participated in the questionnaire. Of this number, 72 (70 %) were
women and 31 (30 %) were men. They represented various age groups, but a majority
were between 40 and 59 years old. A majority (N=96; 93 %) had a higher education de-
gree. In sum, they were representative of the basic target group of Finnish VET teachers
by gender, age, and education (see Penttinen & Portin, 2017).

The electronic questionnaire included questions about their backgrounds and about
enthusiasm that were relevant to the research questions for this study. The first questions
estimated how the VET teachers would evaluate their level of enthusiasm at work. For
example, they were asked to evaluate how enthusiastic they were about their work with
the Likert-scale of 1 to 4 (1=not at all enthusiastic . . . 4=very enthusiastic). They were
then asked to describe, in their own words, their perceptions of how enthusiasm was
manifested (if at all) in their work. In addition, we wanted the teachers to describe the
factors that increased and decreased enthusiasm. They were asked open-ended questions
about the ways that enthusiasm was manifested in their work, the factors that increased
their enthusiasm, and the factors that decreased it. There was no limit on the length of
the answers, so the teachers could write freely.

The analysis followed the principles of qualitative content analysis as the data were
summarized, conceptualized, and re-structured. This was followed by the creation of
various categorizations and classifications (Basit, 2003; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Morse
& Richards, 2003; Thomas, 2006). The data analysis was performed by using Excel
to distribute the answers to each question into units of analysis and relevant categories
(Basit, 2003; Thomas, 2006). Reduction was achieved by first omitting irrelevant content
from the teachers’ answers (Thomas, 2006). For example, “collaboration with teachers
from various fields in the institution, collaboration with teachers of various subject”
was reduced to “collaboration and work community.” In the second phase, grouping,
the reduced expressions were compared and regrouped based on the similarities and
differences (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Morse & Richards, 2003; Patton, 2002). In the
third phase, sub-categories were combined to create main categories. This was followed
by abstraction, as the actual main result categories had been created (Hsieh & Shannon,
2005; Morse & Richards, 2003; Patton, 2002). The main categories are introduced in
the Results section.



The Force that Keeps you Going 249

When evaluating the data collection and quality of research, some factors are worth
noting. The data were collected in two phases. This presumably evened out the changes
that occurred in the teachers’ enthusiasm levels during each study year. This can be
considered as increasing the reliability of the study (Cohen et al., 2011; Francis et al.,
2010). In addition, approaching teachers through multiple channels – open networks,
organizations’ intra networks, social media, and unions – might have strengthened re-
liability because this ensured that teachers from various VET institutions and teachers
from around the country could participate in the study.

As a method, an electronic questionnaire makes the collection of even large amounts
of data quick and efficient (Cohen et al., 2011). Electronic data are also easy to manage
and analyze. However, this method has been criticized for its superficiality (Creswell &
Miller, 2000).

In this study, the open-ended questions were answered with mostly lengthy descrip-
tions. Yet, some answers were only one word long, such as “supervisor” or “colleagues,”
resulting in a lack of in-depth information from the specific answers. From the perspec-
tive of this study, it was important to obtain information in the teachers’ own words,
and it was also important that the group of participants be large because the purpose
was to understand and to conceptualize the phenomenon (Cohen et al., 2011; Cozby &
Bates, 2012; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Naturally, the electronic questionnaire did not
allow the researcher to observe these teachers’ actual teaching and interaction styles; the
researcher could only interpret the teachers’ own descriptions of their actions in teach-
ing situations. In addition, questionnaire research is challenging because people may
interpret the questions differently (Cohen et al., 2011; Cozby & Bates, 2012). When
answering questions about how enthusiasm was manifested, the participants sometimes
also described the outcomes of their enthusiasm. While this difference is not crucial from
a practical perspective, connections between reasons and outcomes have to be defined
and studied through carefully chosen methods and research designs (Kunter et al., 2008).

In this study, VET teacher enthusiasm was studied qualitatively through the teachers’
own words (Cozby & Bates, 2012). The participants were able to complete the ques-
tionnaire anonymously; therefore, they could trust that they would not be recognized
by their answers. This meant that the participants could also provide even comments
that were critical about their workplaces and work environments freely (see also Cohen
et al., 2011). Still, it is relevant to discuss whether these teachers’ descriptions provide
information about the reality in their work units or in student encounters and whether
students or colleagues perceived these teachers’ enthusiasm in the same manner that the
teachers described it (Keller et al., 2016). In sum, this research approach depends on the
accuracy and relevance of participants’ descriptions (Creswell & Miller, 2000; Gagné &
Vansteenkiste, 2013).



250 Wenström, Uusiautti, Määttä

4 Results

4.1 The Manifestation of Enthusiasm

A majority of the VET teachers (N=93; 90%) reported that they were very or quite
enthusiastic about their work. Only ten participants felt that their enthusiasm was
minimal or missing. In all, the research participants expressed in many ways how their
enthusiasm was manifested: willingness to develop their job and expertise, dedication to
the job, good job performance, and positive emotions and well-being.

First, enthusiasm was manifested by the willingness to develop teaching and guidance
skills to better meet students’ individual needs. In addition, enthusiasm seemed to
increase the desire to educate and to try new methods.

“I think all the time, how I could teach better, more clearly, and more con-
cretely everything.” (5)

“After this long career, I still do not perceive myself as stuck, but I always
find energy to get excited about new ways of working.” (25)

Enthusiasm also appeared as effort and dedication at work. This led to better perfor-
mance, according to the VET teachers’ descriptions.

“So you are not satisfied with the barely good enough, but you want to chal-
lenge yourself and your closest colleagues to do your best 100 %” (1)

Effort and dedication also meant that teachers followed developments in their fields
closely and wanted to use the newest research-based information and teaching methods.
Enthusiasm appeared as aspiration to design and to implement teaching techniques in
versatile and inspiring ways so that students would be encouraged and motivated.

“Even during free time, I (even unconsciously) plan future encounters with
students and forthcoming courses, take notes [about ideas].” (37)

Enthusiasm manifested as positive emotions and joy at work. The VET teachers had
viewed enthusiasm as a good mood, joyfulness, positivity, and enjoyment on the job.
These positive states could last beyond the workday; therefore, enthusiasm was also
considered to affect overall well-being as it extended to other areas of life. According
to the VET teachers, considering their work meaningful and valuable increased their
positive perception of work.

“[Twenty-three] 23 years and yet it has not felt like work. Every morning I
want to go to school.” (68)

“[It is] the force that keeps you going.” (29)
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4.2 Factors Strengthening Enthusiasm

The VET teachers named several factors that increased their enthusiasm most. These in-
cluded students, a good atmosphere and positive interactions in the workplace, resources
related to the content and the nature of the job, professional development opportunities,
and success and positive feedback from others.

The most important source of enthusiasm at work was students and interactions with
them. The VET teachers reported that they especially felt excited when seeing students
learn and succeed. These events meant that they had succeeded in their work. Thus,
students’ enthusiasm, activity, and motivation were considered to increase teachers’ own
enthusiasm.

“When I see a student learn and comprehend things (especially something he
or she has found difficult or repulsive). In other words, when I feel that I
have succeeded in my work!” (12)

“Teaching is nice, and I notice that my enthusiasm has partly spread to stu-
dents. I have also received direct feedback about it.” (46)

Positive interactions and work atmosphere were considered crucial for enthusiasm. In-
teractions with colleagues and between supervisors and employees should be positive.
According to the VET teachers’ perceptions, their enthusiasm became stronger if they
had likeminded co-workers or if they received support and encouragement from the work
community for their development ideas. Sometimes, inspiring interactions and collab-
orative relationships can be found through networks, projects, and partnerships with
workplace representatives.

“You can express your thoughts safely and are allowed to develop things to-
gether with others. Good conversations and that you have regularly time to
discuss with your closest co-workers.” (31)

The VET teachers also mentioned that certain factors that were related to the con-
tent and nature of their work inspired and maintained enthusiasm. These factors were
autonomy, challenges, diversity, and versatility. New tasks, changing work, and digital
innovations were regarded as inspiring and providing new opportunities to learn at work.
Opportunities to learn on their own or to participate in in-service training to develop
their expertise and to apply what they have learned to their work (e.g., in curriculum
planning), were mentioned as important for enthusiasm.

“It is challenging to get rusty in this job.” (10)

“The work is appropriately challenging and provides opportunities to learn
more all the time.” (29)

“Voluntary studying gives me joy and benefits at work.” (19)

The VET teachers also mentioned experiences of student success and positive feedback
from students, colleagues, and supervisors. Personal experiences of their own success
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strengthened their belief in themselves as teachers, while positive feedback from others
convinced them about the appreciation of their effort and expertise.

“All feedback and encouragement increase trust in your expertise and inspires
to carry on.” (52)

4.3 Factors Weakening Enthusiasm

The VET teachers named the following as the main factors threatening their enthusiasm
at work: lack of resources and cuts in education spending, negative atmosphere and
problems in workplace interactions, structural and functional issues at their institutions,
poor supervision and management, students’ challenges and lack of motivation, and lack
of personal resources.

The VET teachers reported that teaching resources had become scarcer because of
recent cuts in education spending. The number of contact hours had decreased, while
class sizes had increased. This made the teachers feel inadequate as they could no longer
provide students as much support and guidance as the students needed. In general, being
rushed, not having enough time, and having to do more administrative work decreased
teachers’ enthusiasm on the job. Changes and cuts in the vocational education budget
made teachers feel insecure and uncertain about the future of VET. They were worried
about job stability. In addition, the changes seemed to create confusion, especially if the
changes had not affected their work directly.

“My enthusiasm is weakened by–lack to time to use for teaching. Huge cutting
of contact teaching. To learn a vocation, you need time for practicing and
repetition.” (82)

“No one is interested in your opinion [about the changes].” (31)

Whereas good interaction and atmosphere strengthened teaching, it was no surprise that
negativity, pessimism, constant complaining, as well as lack of appreciation and positive
feedback crushed enthusiasm. Difficulties in interaction and communication and lack
of opportunities to share opinions with colleagues were factors that created a negative
atmosphere at work.

“Colleagues’ unwillingness and laziness, and indifferent attitude toward stu-
dents” (16)

“Several other colleagues’ wish to stick to traditional teaching methods.”
(63).

Organizational factors, including structure and management (such as hierarchy and rigid-
ity) made the VET teachers lose their enthusiasm. At the worst, organizational factors
did not create space for inspiration, learning, and the development of new teaching
methods.

“Everybody does it like this’ guidance” (1)
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Some VET teachers mentioned that work was poorly organized. Some teachers had de-
ficiencies in their physical work environment (e.g., dull and impractical teaching struc-
tures, lack of new technology). Likewise, problems in management and supervision, lack
of support, and ignorance were considered to decrease enthusiasm. The VET teachers
also mentioned that students had various problems, e.g., life management skills and lack
of motivation, that made their work as teachers challenging, especially because of the
inadequate amount of time allotted for guiding and supporting students.

“Unmotivated students who do what they want, and come and go randomly. . . ”
(60)

5 Discussion

The research participants seemed to be VET teachers who described themselves as being
enthusiastic about their work and wanted to talk about it (e.g., Seale, 1999). Of the 103
participants, 93 (90%) described themselves as very or somewhat enthusiastic, while only
10 participants (10%) were just a little or not at all enthusiastic. It must be noted that
the findings might have been different if more teachers who were less enthusiastic had
participated in the study (Francis et al., 2010). In this kind of research, the participants
are usually different from those who choose not to participate (Dale, 2006). The VET
teachers’ answers were quite similar. All the main result categories covered dozens
of teachers’ perceptions. The main categories were all accounted for by the first 35
participants.

Next, we summarize the findings of this research at two important levels that emerged
from the teachers’ answers: (a) enthusiasm as the catalyst for improving teaching effec-
tiveness and (b) positive emotions and social interaction as the foundation for enthusi-
asm.

5.1 Teachers’ Enthusiasm Serves as the Catalyst for Development of
Teaching Effectiveness and Positive Emotions at Work

Teachers described their enthusiasm as teaching and interaction styles and as the sub-
jective experience of pleasure (emotional dimension) and enthusiasm about their subject
areas and the act of teaching (cognitive dimension) (Keller et al., 2016; Kunter et al.,
2011). Enthusiasm manifested itself as the wish and desire to develop their own work,
teaching techniques, and expertise, and to participate in the development of their institu-
tions (see also Bakker, 2011; Klusmann et al., 2008). The VET teachers were dedicated
and wanted to perform well and efficiently (see also Demerouti, Bakker, & Gevers, 2015),
especially in teaching and other encounters with students. According to their descrip-
tions, their enthusiasm led to “extra-role performance,” which meant they were working
beyond what was required (Demerouti et al., 2015).

When the VET teachers considered the manifestation of their enthusiasm, they re-
ferred to their enthusiastic teaching styles, which appeared to be creativity and pleasure
in teaching situations. According to previous studies, (Frenzel et al., 2009; Keller et al.,
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2016), students may find this kind of teaching style interesting and inspiring. Accord-
ing to the findings of the current study, teachers experienced enthusiasm especially in
encounters and interactions with students. This finding is also supported by those of
earlier studies on teacher enthusiasm (Frenzel et al., 2009; Kunter et al., 2011).

In addition, teachers described many experiences of joy and pleasure that were related
to teaching situations and work with students (Keller et al., 2014; 2016; Kunter et al.,
2008). The VET teachers in this study hoped that their enthusiasm about their field of
VET would increase students’ enthusiasm and appreciation for their vocations. Indeed,
the results of previous studies indicate that enthusiastic VET teachers are important
role models (Keller et al., 2016; Krapp, 2007; Long & Woolfolk Hoy, 2006; Patrick et al.,
2000; Patrick, Turner, Meyer, & Midgley, 2003)., The teachers in this study had noticed
that their enthusiasm was captured by the students (see also Bakker, 2011; Hatfield,
Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994). It has been noted that an enthusiastic teacher can create a
positive participatory learning atmosphere that may enhance students’ motivation and
learning (Frenzel et al., 2009; Keller et al., 2016; Kunter et al., 2013; Meyer & Turner,
2006; Patrick et al., 2000; Pekrun, Goetz, Titz, & Perry, 2002). This leads to positive
and good learning outcomes because enthusiasm can help students to have the courage
to seize new challenges and the confidence to set goals.

Often, positive emotions have been used for explaining the positive effects of enthusi-
asm (Duckworth, Quinn, & Seligman, 2009; Frenzel, 2008; Frenzel et al., 2009; Pekrun
et al., 2002; Zhang, 2014). Indeed, it seems plausible that effort, dedication, good job
performance, and the development of the job and the individual’s expertise are con-
nected to the positive emotions aroused by enthusiasm (Mroz & Quinn, 2013; Sekerka,
Vacharkulksemsuk, & Fredrickson, 2012). In other words, enthusiastic encounters with
students and colleagues can engender positive emotions and again increase the likelihood
of positive behaviors, such as positive and efficient development and increased work en-
gagement (Klusmann et al., 2008; Long & Woolfolk Hoy, 2006; Uusiautti, Määttä, &
Leskisenoja, 2017).

5.2 Teacher Enthusiasm Comes from Positive Social Interactions

This study showed that support in the work community, the quality of interactions, and
a positive workplace atmosphere can increase enthusiasm. On the other hand, a nega-
tive atmosphere and interactions can decrease enthusiasm if teachers feel that they are
not appreciated or being supported (see also Uusiautti & Määttä, 2013). Enthusiastic
colleagues inspire one another and accept new developmental ideas (see also Vähäsan-
tanen, 2015). Lack of enthusiasm in the work community and negative attitudes toward
developments were reported to weaken teacher enthusiasm. A good atmosphere and
positive interactions have been found to increase work engagement (Bakker et al., 2007;
Schaufeli, Bakker, & Van Rhenen, 2009), enthusiasm, and vigor (Carmeli, Ben-Hador,
Waldman, & Rupp, 2009).

While students’ personal difficulties and lack of motivation seemed to decrease teach-
ers’ enthusiasm to some extent, the VET teachers still named students as the main source
of their enthusiasm (see also Hakanen et al., 2006). Students’ and teachers’ enthusiasm
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had a reciprocal relationship. The VET teachers noticed that their enthusiasm seemed
to increase the students’ motivation and study engagement, and the students’ interest
and motivation inspired the teachers. This positive reciprocal effect has also been noted
in previous studies (Kunter et al. 2011; Pelletier, Séguin-Lévesque, & Legault, 2002).
Enthusiasm seemed to have a communal and process-like nature as other studies have
suggested (Bakker & Xanthopoulou, 2009; Zhang, 2014).

As predicted, lack of resources, budget cuts, and uncertainty and worry about the
future of VET decreased the perceived enthusiasm in VET teachers. However, even
in situations of uncertainty, management and supervision can strengthen enthusiasm
(Uusiautti, 2013). As previous studies have shown, leaders or principals can enhance
the enthusiasm of subordinates and teachers by providing resources, showing apprecia-
tion, encouraging participation, building trust, and allowing autonomy (Carmeli et al.,
2009; Pyhältö, Pietarinen, & Soini, 2012; Roth, Assor, Kanat-Maymon, & Kaplan, 2007;
Vähäsantanen, 2015) — in other words, providing the optimal workplace environment.
Increased autonomy at work is an important factor in teacher enthusiasm (Gagné &
Deci, 2005; Roth et al., 2007).

6 Conclusion

In this study, teacher enthusiasm manifested itself in ways that can be assumed to
improve the quality of education and well-being in the work community (see also Keller et
al., 2016). Although every teacher is responsible for the atmosphere at work, supervisors
have the opportunity to facilitate positive interactions and collegial support through the
organization of the workplace (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Even though teachers were
very enthusiastic, they faced challenges and difficulties. It is easier to cope with these
situations and to find solutions if teachers have faith in their expertise and receive
support from the work community. Enthusiasm may increase communality and the
ability to cope with everyday stressful situations such as challenging student encounters
and the insecurity related to changes in the nature of the job (Zembylas & Barker, 2007).

Work, in general, including teaching, is characterized by continual change. If the
atmosphere is positive and focused on opportunities for development, reforms can be
more easily accomplished (Barker Casa & Milton, 2012; Fredrickson, 2001). It is also
important that teachers participate in planning and the realization of the changes in
their work (Pyhältö et al., 2012; Vähäsantanen, 2015). Vocational education reform
creates new exciting opportunities to develop and to expand teachers’ expertise through
collaborations and developmental projects (see also Vähäsantanen, 2015). Management’s
role is to mediate the change so that individual teachers and teams can perceive their
work as being as clearly defined, having as much autonomy, and being as inspiring as
possible (see also Pyhältö et al., 2012). There are thus many reasons why discussing
ways to enhance teacher enthusiasm is important.

When the connection between enthusiasm and work engagement was analyzed, enthu-
siasm seemed to be specifically a manifestation of a positive work drive and dedication at
work. Stairs and Galpin (2013) used the concept “positive engagement” to describe pos-
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itive work engagement and attitudes to work from the perspective of well-being. Positive
engagement supports and produces well-being. Positive leadership and opportunities to
use one’s strengths at work support well-being, good job performance, work drive, ded-
ication, and the willingness to develop skills and expertise (Stairs & Galpin, 2013; see
also Uusiautti & Määttä, 2015). Enthusiasm can be inspired and maintained through
relationships with leadership that are based on trust and appreciation and are focused
on teacher autonomy and participation (Carmeli et al., 2009; Pyhältö et al., 2012; Roth
et al., 2007; Vähäsantanen, 2015). In the changing VET, teachers will face complicated
situations and must solve them together with others. This will require creativity and
flexible thinking. which can happen only if enthusiasm and positive emotions prevail at
work (Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005; Sekerka & Fredrickson, 2013).

Changes in the workplace cannot be predicted or effected. Therefore, leaders and su-
pervisors have an important role as buffers because they can make work at the personal or
team level have as much clarity and autonomy as possible (see also Pyhältö et al., 2012).
In a positive atmosphere, new opportunities and changes are easier to embrace (Barker
Casa & Milton, 2012; Sekerka & Fredrickson, 2013). Moreover, it would be important
that teachers participate in planning and executing changes in their work (Pyhältö et
al., 2012; Vähäsantanen, 2015). The reforms in vocational education and training can
offer teachers opportunities for professional development. Such opportunities seem to be
important resources for teachers (see also Bakker & Bal, 2010).

By focusing on resources and strengths. as well as on the mutual understanding about
everyone’s role in maintaining a positive workplace atmosphere, it is possible to maintain
work engagement and enthusiasm even in the face of external demands and pressures
for change (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Bakker, Demerouti, & Euwema, 2005; Bakker,
Hakanen, Demerouti, Xanthopoulou, 2007). Enthusiasm and the related positive emo-
tions and interactions can facilitate the more efficient use of existing resources (Bakker,
2011; Hobfoll, 2002; Sekerka & Fredrickson, 2013; Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti,
& Schaufeli, 2009a). In sum, enthusiasm can become the force that changes the whole
organization by strengthening well-being and the ability to embrace the changes (see
also Fredrickson, 2001; Sekerka & Fredrickson, 2013) that VET teachers are currently
experiencing in their institutions.

This study was conducted in Finland; therefore, the cultural characteristics that may
have influenced the results must be considered. It is important to analyze whether the
findings would have been different had the study been conducted with VET teachers in
the United States, Australia, or Eastern European countries. Enthusiasm as a positive
experience is very personal; thus, (Keller et al., 2014) the ways in which it is expressed
or interpreted and the factors influencing it can be contextual. For example, Sten-
lund’s (1995) cross-cultural research showed that cultural norms for student behavior
and teacher-student relationships regarding work enthusiasm manifested differently in
teachers from different countries. Therefore, more research on enthusiasm in different
cultures is needed to determine the validity of the construct “enthusiasm” in culturally
diverse settings (cf. research on teacher self-efficacy by Klassen et al., 2009). However,
these Finnish VET teachers’ perceptions and experiences are an example of teachers’
self-perception of the factors that enhance and decrease work enthusiasm.
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Enthusiasm is the sum of many factors, including teacher personality (Keller et al.,
2014). People interpret work resources and demands differently, based on their own
values, interests, and motivation (Tadic, Bakker, & Oerlemans, 2013; Vähäsantanen,
2015). According to Kunter et al. (2008), teacher enthusiasm as a personality trait can
be defined as a tendency to experience positive affect during teaching. The findings in
this study are supported by previous international studies on teacher enthusiasm and
work drive. Enthusiasm has been examined in various types of organizations, and the
results have shown the positive influence of enthusiasm on productivity (Harter et al.,
2002; Xanthopoulou et al., 2009b), customer service quality (Salanova, Agut, & Peiro,
2005), and workplace well-being (Hallberg & Schaufeli, 2006; Schaufeli, Taris, & Van
Rhenen, 2008). In sum, there are many reasons to assume that in vocational education
institutions, the influence of teacher enthusiasm would be positive and would increase
education quality and effectiveness.

7 Future Directions

Studies that combine the perceptions of teachers, students, and work communities could
further increase our understanding of enthusiasm in its social framework. As enthusi-
asm also seemed to be closely connected to supervision and management, it would be
important to study leaders’ and supervisors’ perspectives (see also Bakker, 2011; Stairs
& Galpin, 2013). Indeed, the next phase of the current research is a further analysis of
the role of positive work environments and supervisors in teacher enthusiasm.

It seems that a development orientation was closely connected with teachers’ descrip-
tions of their enthusiasm. Therefore, it would be relevant to compare enthusiasm with
related concepts, such as “thriving,” that also include the dimension of learning (Spre-
itzer, Sutcliffe, Dutton, Soneshein, & Grant, 2005).

More research is also needed on the connection between enthusiasm and workplace
well-being and teaching quality (Kunter et al., 2011). In a time of major changes in
VET, this theme is very topical. What kinds of processes occur if we assume that
enthusiasm increases teaching quality (Frenzel et al., 2009; Keller et al., 2016; Kunter et
al., 2008; 2011)? What does teaching quality mean specifically? Thus, it would be worth
studying the influence of teacher engagement and enthusiasm on student graduation rates
and employment opportunities. These are now measured in VET; therefore, it would
be important to study whether the enthusiasm of the employees affects the productivity
of VET institutions in the same way it seems to do in other types of organizations (see
Harter et al., 2002; Xanthopoulou et al., 2009b).
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